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Preface 


The present eBook, Story through Interactivity: Captivating Stories 
in Video Games, is my final project made in part to fulfil the 
requirement for completing Diploma III Study Program of the 
English Language in the English Department, Politeknik Negeri 
Bandung. Note the use of the words ‘in part’, however, as this does 
not signify that the book was solely made out of obligation. This 
book is also a product of my own passion of stories in video games. 


I am not a game developer in any way, but gaming has been a hobby 
of mine for as long as I could remember. This book is the result of 
my own background knowledge as someone who is relatively 
familiar with the industry and the months of research on the topic. 


Story? In Video Games? 


I remember playing the game Snake on my father’s now ancient 
Nokia phone. I was manoeuvring its 2D snake, turning left and right 
to get those tasty pixels and hear the satisfying tink! sound effect. It 
was a fun game. I never got good at it, but seeing the tiny snake 
incrementally grow into a python filled my child self with 
excitement, somehow, which kept me playing, challenging myself to 
get better. 


However, as much as I liked it, it was solely something that I played 
but never thought much about. What’s there to think about 
anyway? It’s a video game. As a player, we play video games, not 
think about them. Don’t we? 


At its inception, video games were are exactly that, similar to toys. It 
was, by its very name, a game after all - one with an objective and 
the struggle of achieving said objective to be the core entertainment 
of the game. Examples of this kind of video games are Pong, Tetris, 
or, of course, Snake. 


However, over time, we started implementing meaningful elements 
to it - story elements. It started small such as Space Invaders’ (1973) 
aliens attacking Earth setting, which then led to relatively more 
fleshed out plot points with Donkey Kong (1981) - ‘fleshed out’ in 
the standard of its time, mind you, which was essentially a ‘damsel 
in distress’ plot point in which you have to save a kidnapped 
princess most of the time. 


Since then, story and narrative elements were becoming more and 
more prevalent in video games, but often only serve as motivations 
for the player to keep playing. See the good old Crash Bandicoot 
(1996): the game opens with Crash’s escape from Dr. Neo Cortex’s 
grasp, and ends with him stopping the doctor’s evil plan while 
saving his girlfriend (See? Another ‘damsel in distress’ narrative). It 
is also the kind of plot point that takes a backseat behind the 
gameplay — a mixture of story on top of the meat that is its 


gameplay, if you will. 


The industry grew bigger. And all kinds of games were developed 
with differing focus or views on this use of narrative. On the one 
hand, there were developers who found potential in the more 
intricate narrative in video games, using their games as a story- 
telling medium — Hideo Kojima’s Metal Gear Solid franchise comes 
to mind. On the other, narrative in video games was still seen in the 
same way as how it started: a motivation for the player to make 
progress in the gameplay. John Carmack, one of the creators of the 
revolutionary shooter Doom (1993), openly believes in the latter 
along with other developers whose video games use narrative only 
as a driving point, such as Sonic and Street Fighter. 


Which of these two views on narrative in video games is correct? In 
my opinion, none is more ‘correct’ than the other. Video games are 
designed differently according to its creators’ vision. As such, the 
use of an aspect does not result in an objective quality increase in 
comparison with those who don’t. 


With that being said, we now delve into the inside of this book. This 
book is, in fact, a supporting point for the former. It is an effort to 
show that video games do have potential as a story-telling medium - 
a potential that is larger than that of books or movies, in fact. Video 
games are essentially a container of what movies and books could 
do with one additional unique feature: interactivity. It can include 
and make use of visual, audio, and text as a medium to tell a story 
while also directly involving the player, the audience, to play along 
or even decide the story by themselves. 


Who am I to boldly argue such a point? To tell the truth, I am not a 
game developer or an eSport player. I am merely a passionate 
spectator of the industry — one who has been playing video games 
since his earliest memory. It is a hobby that continues all the way to 
my teenage and young adulthood years, which over the course of 
time varies in intensity. At times, it felt like a curse. In others, it’s a 
blessing. What I am most interested in about these games, however, 
is not its gameplay. As much as I enjoy shooting demons with a 


shotgun, slashing monsters with a blade, or driving a BMW with 
cops chasing me across the city, what I like the most in a video 
game is its narrative, its story. 


The historically based stories of Assassin’s Creed, the fantastical 
lore of The Elder Scrolls, and the alternative-history setting of 
Fallout are things that I find fascinating the most, along with the 
epic sibling rivalry of Devil May Cry, the zombie-slaying characters 
of Resident Evil, and the gritty, mature narrated narrative of Max 
Payne, to name several. 


With such interest and my own familiarity with the industry already 
in place, I strive to showcase the story-telling potential of video 
games through this book. How? By covering eight relatively less 
popular video games that are acclaimed for its story elements. Each 
following chapter covers the setting, plot, characters, and theme of a 
said video game, added with trivia and my own opinion as well as a 
brief analysis regarding the game. Mind, however, that the video 
games covered in these chapters have varying age rating, with the 
most mature being M-rated — meaning the intended readers of this 
work are late teenagers or young adults of 18+ at minimum. 


Each chapter includes the featured game’s general information such 
as its title, release date, genres, developer, and platforms. 
Additionally, relevant images and screenshots of the game are also 
included to ease the reader in reading the chapter. 


If you are worried about spoilers, certain chapters do cover parts of 
it, as it cannot be avoided. However, I attempt to keep the spoiler at 
a minimum by not covering the game’s most prominent plot points. 
The spoilers you see covered in these chapters are minor ones that 
won't, hopefully, ruin the experience of playing the game yourself. 


Speaking of playing the game yourself, in 2019, the World Health 
Organization officially included ‘gaming disorder’ as part of its 
International Classification of Diseases. Although I understand that 
the mention of video game as addictive often feels like an attack to 
this hobby that we like and are passionate about, this very fact is 


important to be kept in mind — video games can be too good at 
entertaining us at times, even reaching the realm of addiction. 


I feel that acknowledging it, that video games can be addictive, is 
important not just for the player’s health but also for the experience 
of playing the game itself. In excess, video game can feel like a curse 
— it allures you to keep playing even when you don’t want to, 
making you play for the sake of playing instead of enjoyment. In 
moderation? it provides one of the most enjoyable entertainment 
experiences, ranging from simple mini-game challenges to 
expansive worlds and characters to interact with and immerse 
yourself into. 


In other words, just keep in mind that video games are the most 
enjoyable when played in healthy moderation. I can only speak for 
myself, but I do confirm that excessive consumption of video games 
is detrimental to my own enjoyment of them. Moderation was the 
panacea, the cure, that lifted such a curse and changed it into a fun 
hobby of mine — allowing me to enjoy it fully without that looming 
worry and anxiety. 


All that said, through this book, I hope to be able to propose a point 
that video games do have large potential for story-telling and that 
the narrative and story aspects of video game are crucial for the 
game as a whole. Through this book, I hope to inspire future game 
developers to give more attention to their games’ story elements, 
exploring the potential that the medium has. And, through this 
book, I hope to make the readers, you, realize how certain video 
games do have such story elements that not only propelled them to 
success, but also give insights of certain topics to its players in a way 
that other mediums don’t. 


Why all that? Because video games don’t always have to be limited 
to a game. It can have narratives, plots, characters, and themes of a 
story that feel meaningful and that touch upon the depth of our 
emotions. These video games, the ones that the following chapters 
cover, are the kinds of video games that are not forgotten when 
finished — games that you do think about afterwards, unlike the 


Snake game that I used to play on my father’s Nokia. 


The Last of Us 


Release date : June 14, 2013 


Genre(s) : Action-adventure, survival horror 


Developer :;Naughty Dog 


Platforms : PlayStation 3, PlayStation 4 (Remaster) 





“To the edge of the universe and back. Endure and survive.” 


Being in the 21st century, we are all familiar with the story of people 
turning into crazed cannibalistic monsters and how society is 
ravaged by it — the story of zombie apocalypse. The Last of Us is a 
bona fide example of a game with such a setting. 


Taking place in America, it all began in the year 2013: families 
found mangled in their own houses, alarming news reported on TV 
non-stop, and streets packed with kilometres long traffic of cars 
fleeing the area. That night, honks of cars, bangs of gunshots, 
booms of explosions, and distant screams of distress polluted the 
peaceful atmosphere of the night. The once friendly neighbour 
turned deranged, frenzy; the pedestrians went rabid, sprawling over 
the streets; ambulance patients jumped out to the streets, manic for 
human flesh. That night, the United States of America, with the rest 
of the world soon after, was thrown into chaos. 


Twenty years later, 2033, the infection had steadily spread, killing 
60% of the world’s population and crumbled the economy and 
general welfare of the globe. Vaccination attempts had failed, and 
the ensuing panic and riots because of it resulted in the collapse of 
civilian government in favour of martial law — military law. The 
citizens of America, who used to boast of their freedom, are now 
living under the confine of quarantine zones with strict, remorseless 
military rule. While the condition of living in such an environment 


is barely tolerable — with all the barely sufficient rationed foods, 
inhumanities, and corruption still going on — the world outside is 
hell, full of once-human monsters hungry for flesh; choosing the 
lesser of the two evils is only sensible. 


Such is the setting of The Last of Us, a time where civilization barely 
survives, scraping by for a semblance of order in midst of hell that 
the outbreak brought. 
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The remains of of the Land of the Free - America 


And as for the plot, it explores and showcases both side of the 
civilization and the apocalypse of this setting. Joel and Tess, 
survivors of the first outbreak 20 years prior, are now smugglers of 
often illegal goods across cities and quarantine zones. Having their 
weapon shipment stolen and sold to a rebel militia group — the 
Fireflies — Marlene, the leader of the Fireflies, made a deal that she 
will sell the shipment to them under one payment: smuggle for 
them a package to another containment zone across America. They 
agreed, not knowing that the package is neither weapons nor illegal 
supplies but a 14-year-old teenage girl, Ellie. 


Their dangerous journey across post-apocalyptic America to 
smuggle Ellie was a mere job for them until it is revealed that she, 
Ellie, had been infected with the virus without any sign of turning; 
she is immune. Marlene made that deal of smuggling her for a 
purpose: the Fireflies intend to research her condition to develop a 


cure. As it turns out, Ellie is the key to retaliate against the virus; 
she is humanity’s only hope against the ever-spreading infection 
that decimated the country. Their journey to smuggle her across the 
remains of the land of the free does not only concern them and the 
Fireflies but also the world’s future. 





Joe! and Ellie's journey across post-apocalyptic America 


Now, with both the setting and plot been laid out, what about the 
characters? What of those people that you mentioned in the plot? 
You see, character is arguably the focus of the story of this game 
almost more than the setting and plot themselves. Such is most 
apparent to be the case for its two lead characters: Joel and Ellie. 


Joel was a single father living in the suburb of Texas with his 
daughter Sarah back in 2013, the year the outbreak occurred. It was 
his birthday; Sarah gave him a watch as a birthday gift. Their time 
together didn’t last, however, as the outbreak arose the very next 
day. They fled their house with the aid of his brother Tommy, but 
chaos had quickly reached them, crashing their car and wounding 
Sarah’s foot. Desperate for survival, Joel, carrying Sarah in his hand, 
and Tommy looked for shelter against the mayhem. They ran with 
Tommy’s revolver ready to pierce any of those infected that come 
near them, until they got separated due to the sheer amount of 
those infected. 





; Holding Sarah on his arms, Joel ran as the world around him crumbling 


Separated from Tommy and chased by those monsters, Joel and 
Sarah were saved in the nick of time by an armed soldier. This very 
soldier was not their saviour, however. 

Joel: “Hey! We need help- “ 

Soldier: “Stop!” 

Joel: “Please, it’s my daughter; I think her leg is broken.” 

Soldier: “Stop right there!” 

Joel: “Okay... we’re not... sick.” 


Soldier: “We’ve got two civilians in the outer perimeter, please 
advise.” 


[...] 


Joel: “Listen, buddy, we’ve been through hell. Okay, we just 
need-“ 


The rifle was aimed at them. 





The soldier wos not on their side 


The soldier pulled the trigger, shooting the side of Joel who 
desperately tried to cover Sarah. Sarah was thrown off Joel’s hand 
who just got shot, both falling to the ground. The soldier was one 
trigger pull away from ending Joel’s life until Tommy came and shot 
through the soldier’s helmet. 


The initial gunshot wound on Joel was not fatal, but the same 
couldn’t be said for Sarah: her stomach was shot. Joel did all he 
could to cling to his daughter’s life, but her crying eventually 
stopped and her breath ceased; she died in his arms. 


Twenty years after the event, Joel is now a ruthless smuggler living 
by through violence and stealing. The death of both Sarah and the 
civilized world that he knew had traumatized him, leaving him to 
only care about survival by whatever means necessary - even if it’s 
immoral. Save for his smuggler partner Tess, he had very little 
regard and care for others, until he took this job and meet Ellie. 





Ruthless Joel and his partner Tess 


Ellie, being at the age of fourteen, was born in the post-apocalyptic 
world without a parent, never knowing parent’s love of their 
children and how society was like before the outbreak twenty years 
prior. The confinement of quarantine zones, the ruins of shops and 
houses, and the dangers of both the infected and people themselves 
are the only things she grew up in — her reality. As such, she faced 
all kinds of danger in her life, and one of those moments finally got 
her: she got infected. But hours passed, which then turned into days 
and eventually weeks. She never turned — she is immune. 





. Ellie and Joe! 


Marlene, leader of the Fireflies, found her in one of the 
containment zones and, realizing her potential, wanted to bring her 
to Fireflies’ research facility. In the process of doing so, she met 
Joel and Tess who were looking for their stolen weapon shipment. 
And the rest is the plot: they accepted the deal to get her there. 


On their first meeting, Joel and Ellie start off not trusting of each 
other. But overtime, through all the hardships and near-death 
situation that they will find in their journey across America, they 
will learn to trust and value each other, especially for Joel who 
slowly sees his beloved daughter Sarah in Ellie, tending his mental 
wound and opening the emotional blockage of other people he had 
formed due to his trauma. 





Throughout their journey, the three will work through many obstacles that will bond them together 


This a story that covers the matter of loss, trauma, and cruelty 
while, at the same time, covers the very remedy of them— how 
people cope and survive as a response. However, aS you can 
experience for yourself in Joel’s backstory, and as can be seen from 
the narrative as a whole, the more specific central matter of the 
whole package that it is talking about would be the significance of a 
father’s love to his child — in other words, parental love. 


Sarah’s death traumatized Joel so much that his moral compass 
went haywire, resulting in him spending the last 20 years robbing 


and killing people for survival. However, throughout his journey 
with Ellie, he is reminded of his buried love for his daughter and, 
over time, finds the same emotion towards Ellie. Realizing how 
important Ellie truly is for him, he now strives to protect her all that 
he could as if she was his own daughter, with the feeling of care 
being as real as if she truly was. This is a story about the 
significance of parent’s love for their children, biological or not. 
Even The destroyed world of zombie apocalypse plays no role and 
does not deteriorate this strong emotion that parents have. 
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Joel and Ellie viewing the wildlife of the city 


To conclude, the story of the game The Last of Us is one that takes 
place in the post-apocalyptic United States of America. In their 
dangerous journey to guard humanity’s only hope for the cure, Joel 
and Tess will take Ellie across the remains of the land of the free, 
fighting and evading against any obstacles — both the infected and 
the people themselves -— in their way. With their bond 
strengthening over time, both Joel and Ellie will slowly open 
themselves for each other over the course of the journey, treating 
their mental wounds of their own. 


Being atriple-A game with long development time which involved the 
works of many developers and actors alike, the complete trivia of the 
game would be lengthy; however, here are some notable ones: 


Naughty Dog had to insist on having Ellie to be featured on the 
game's cover because the publishers think that female on the 
cover might alienate the audience. 


The game was originally going to be Jak and Daxter game, but 
the dev found no passion in making them, and negotiated with 
the higher ups to develop a game that they do have passion on: 
The Last of Us. 


Troy Baker, voice of Joel, almost given up on participating in the 
audition because his competitions resembled Joel in terms of 
looks and age. His agent called him to at least try right before he 
left the room, however. 


The game was originally going to be called Mankind, where the 
virus only affected women with Ellie still the one who's immune. 
The idea was seen as misogynistic and scrapped. 


The game is highly acclaimed and won any awards, some of them 
being: 

- “Game of the Year” in Game Developers Choice Awards 2014 

- “Best Game” in British Academy Game Awards 2014 

- “Best Storytelling” in Golden Joystick Awards 2013 

- “Audio of the Year“ in Game Audio Network Guild Awards 2014 





The essence of the story aside, I feel that The Last of Us, as a video 
game, is one that embodies the definition of tiple-A video game to 
the teeth. Each aspect of the game emanates a sense of experienced 
developers working on them all the way from its story, 
cinematography, voice acting, and music to the graphic, sound 
effects, and gameplay. It would be an exaggeration to say that this 
game is perfect, but at the very least this is the game that I think 
people would first think of when they are asked about story in video 
games — almost a classic in the video game narrative catalogue. 


Why specifically in terms of narrative you ask? Because I believe 
that without it, the game wouldn’t reach the acclaim that it has right 
now. If the story isn’t of this quality, the game would be a 
conventional action-adventure third-person zombie shooter that has 
been done dozens of times in the video game industry. The journey 
of Joel and Ellie over America is what makes it different from other 
triple-A games — even if the gameplay is nothing new, the story is 
what makes it unique and memorable. 


To the Moon 


TO THE MOON 


Release date : November 1, 201] 

Genre(s) : Adventure, Indie, RPG 
Developer = : Freebird Games 

Platforms : Microsoft Windows, OS X, Linux, 
Android, iOS, Nintendo Switch 





“The ending isn't any more important than any of the moments 
leading to it.” 


Stories are always told within the confine of its setting, whether it is 
within its location, time period, or its social and cultural 
environment. To the Moon, however, anchors its story not strictly to 
any of such specific situations, but instead to the lifetime memories 
of a man at his death’s door — to his experience and memories all 
the way back to his early adolescent self. The dying man’s middle 
age adult memories, his wedding day, his teenage high school 
stories, and his rebellious 6-year-olds phase are what truly the very 
setting of the story is — one that is told in a backward, time machine 
like manner. 


Accordingly, those stories are also told within another layer of 
setting on top. It takes place in the future, a barely sci-fi period 
where technology has advanced to the point of allowing such 
expansive memory reading of a person but still grounded enough in 
our current time by having the architecture, the transportation, and 
how people act identical to ours currently. This setting is how those 
— the old man’s memories — are told: through the memory reading 
machine. 


Doctor 


"Not so well. If{I were to say, 
he's got just a day or two left." 





There is not much time left for Johnathan 


If you think that this is a rather complicated setting, we are on the 
same page on that one; however, one look at its plot would click 
them all together. You are playing as Dr. Eva Rosalene and Dr. Neil 
Watts, two employees of Sigmund Corp - a company that uses their 
advanced technology to alter one’s memories for the purpose of 
artificially fulfilling them a wish they never achieved throughout 
their lifetime. To put it simply, this company provides a wish 
fulfilment service by using their memory-altering technology. They 
would alter the memory of a dying patient, whom has willingly 
asked for their service, to give them the experience of their wish 
fulfilled before their time comes. For instance, if your wish is to be 
at the top of the Everest Mountain, they would alter your memory 
as if you had painstakingly climbed to the very top of its peak, even 
if you never actually had in reality. 


Johnathan Wyles, the bedridden client on the verge of death, has 
one last wish he hopes the agency would grant: to go to the moon. 
This seemingly straightforward wish become an exponentially much 
more complicated wish to fulfil for Dr. Eva and Dr. Neil. For one, 
the machine can’t create a new memory out of thin air. Instead, it 
recreates an entire lifetime of memory with a seemingly slight 
change: an unrelenting desire for the wish to be fulfilled. As they 
put it, 


“In a nutshell, we simply travel through his memories to as early as 
possible. When we do, we would then transfer his registered desire 
of going to the moon...” 


“To the reconstruction of the world and himself at the early 
state! And with the help of the wiki of data and his own, the 
machine would then simulate a rerun.” 


“Except this time, he’ll have the motivation of his registered 
desire with him all his life.” 


Desire is the key to fulfil his wish. But, if you ask, how could merely 
planting a desire would result in him fulfilling his wish in the 
future? We all have our own desires as a child, but not everyone 
could accomplish them. To that, Eva answered, 


“That’s because in the real world, ambition fluctuate... and 
fade. People start things with a passion, but eventually they 
lose that initial drive and slow down. 


“But imagine if you locked onto that initial push through your 
entire life, never wavering. it’s more powerful than it seems.” 


And thus, to plant that desire, Eva and Neil have to traverse 
backward through his memories gradually, one step at a time. With 
the help of mementos, meaningful items that links Johnny’s 
memory, they start hopping to his closest memory before he went 
bedridden and go further all the way back to his early childhood 
memory. 


Their goal was fairly clear in the beginning of their journey: to plant 
the desire to go to the moon, the dream to be an astronaut, to the 
young Johnathan. But after the first memory time hop, when they 
ask the Johnathan of his most recent past memory as to why he 
wishes to go to the moon, his answer confused them: 


“I'm sorry I really don’t know; I just... do.” 


In each time they memory hop to the past, they find pieces of a 
puzzle they couldn’t understand: his deceased wife’s behaviour, a 


song titled ‘For River’, rabbit origami papers, his mom calling him 
‘Joey, and an inaccessible memory during his early childhood. They 
have to put these pieces together to understand the true nature of 
his wish unknowable to Johnny himself, to uncover the tragic 
reality of his past, and to finally fulfil his true dying wish. 


Afaling 


"T just . edo." 





Not even Johnathan himself knows why he wonts to go to the moon 


In this journey of granting such a wish, the story makes use of 
characters in a way that is rather unconventional, especially for a 
video game story. You are playing as Dr. Eva Roseline or Dr. Neil 
Watts, the two employees of Sigmund Corps, in turns depending on 
which certain parts of the story you are in. They are the perspective 
from which the player watches the story unfolds. The contrasting 
Eva’s mature and practical demeanour against Neil’s humorous, 
childish, and often cynical personality result in witty banter 
between the two throughout the story — which, in a way, provides a 
brief relief from the rather heavy undertone that is Johnny’s past 
memories. 


Dr. Eva: “Some kinda carnival, huh?” 
Dr. Neil: “Shall we look around?” 
Dr. Eva: “How about I look around and you just stand there?” 


Dr. Neil: “How about we continue speaking in the form of 
questions for the next hour?” 


Dr. Eva: “Quit blabbering and go already.” 


Dr. Neil: “Aw, you ruined it” 


What makes the use of characters unconventional is that although 
Dr. Eva and Dr. Neil serve as the player characters, neither Eva nor 
Neil is the main characters of the story. Unlike most video game 
stories, the main characters of the story are instead two non- 
playable characters in the game: Johnathan Wyles and his deceased 
wife, River. 


Johnathan Wyles, Johnny for short, is the main character in regard 
to the story - the bedridden client who asked for the agency’s 
service. The narrative revolves around his life experiences, 
memories, and his final wish. The journey through his memories 
briefly covers Johnny’s lonely elderly life, his full of responsibility 
adult life, his overthinking anxious teenager high school days, and 
his rebellious child self. Taking into account all that, insofar as his 
character alone as an individual person, there is not much to say 
about his character other than the word ‘normal’; that is, except if 
the love of his life is also taken into account. 


The love of Johnny’s life, River, had Asperger’s syndrome or, if you 
will, autism. Johnny found the very trait that caused her to be 
outcasted by her peers to be attractive, however. And ever since he 
awkwardly asked her out during high school, they became 
inseparable. The sweet memory of their care, love, and devotion of 
each other became a tragic one when River contracted a disease 
during their adulthood and passed away. 


These memories were tragic not merely because of her passing 
away, but because her passing away was a choice that she herself 
made. 


You see, River had great sentimental value for one _ specific 
lighthouse that she and Johnny often visited. After they got 
married, Johnny wanted to build a house near the lighthouse that 
she valued so much. In the process of the construction, however, 
River fell ill. 


Their financial situation didn’t allow them to cover both expenses of 


the construction and her medical treatment. Due to the state of the 
country’s economy at the time, they would have to wholly abandon 
the construction if they decided to use it for the treatment. Johnny 
didn’t even think twice to cast aside the house and used it all up for 
her, but River refused. She chose the house and the lighthouse, two 
things that are very valuable to her, over her own life. 


River : “But if you would grant my wish, I want you to use it to 
finish building that house. And then, for every day that you 
live there, I want you to watch over her. Visit her, Speak to 
her. Comfort her... I don’t want her to be alone anymore. 
Johnny : “And what about you?” 

River : “...Happy. I'll be happy.” 


Johnny begged for her to think it over again; he even considered 
lying and use the money for her. But after a talk with his best friend 
Nicholas and his wife Sarah, and because of his love for River, he 
continued the house’s construction instead of her treatment, 
fulfilling River’s wish. 
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"I'll be happy." 
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River chose the Inghthouse over her own life 


Years passed. And so did River; she passed away before the 
construction was complete. Johnny had been living alone in the 
finished mansion ever since, devoted to take care of the place and 
the lighthouse that she valued so much. The old age came to him 
eventually, resulting in him being bedridden but fortunately taken 


care of by his newly hired caretaker Lily and her two children. 
Before being bedridden, he called the Sigmund Corp agency 
regarding the last, dying wish he wanted to be fulfilled. And that is 
how the story starts. 


As a character, Johnny’s caring and loving personality come to light 
when River came into his life. And even when she was no longer 
there, those care and love still remain with him devoting the rest of 
his life for taking care of both the lighthouse and the house. Those 
traits of his, care, love, and devotion for River, are the very source 
and root of the story. These are what allowed him to awkwardly ask 
her out during high school, marry her in their adulthood, build the 
house for her, and, in the end, let go of her in order to fulfil her 
dying wish. 


At first, Johnny’s own dying wish of going to the moon seems 
straightforward, childish, or self-serving. But once Eva and Neil 
discover and put all the pieces of the puzzle of his memories 
together, once they uncover the tragic reality that is Johnny and 
River’s early childhood, they will find that those impressions 
couldn’t be further from the truth. “To go to the moon” concerns 
River — Johnny’s love and care for her — as well, even once reality 
had forced him to bury the reason why, the truth, in his 
unconsciousness away from him. 
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With River's death, Johnny lived alone in the mansion for years, until he hired a caretaker Lily 


Such setting, plot, and characters meld into a story that touches 
upon several matters: life and death, joy and sorrow, happiness and 
hardships. It is a story about memories - the people, places, and 
experiences they made up of - and their invaluable meaning to a 
person. But at the core of it all, it is a story of love and the inevitable 
loss it will entail - Johnny’s undying love for River and the resulting 
pain that came from losing her. The pain which grew into regret - 
the very emotion that Johnny desire to ease by having his final 
dying wish granted: to go to the moon. 





Johnny, River, and the Moon 


Ultimately, all of those four aspects - setting, plot, characters, and 
themes - merge into the story To the Moon, into the story of 
Johnny’s life. Instigated by his call to the agency for his wish to be 
granted, Eva and Neil set on a journey to explore his lifetime 
memory - to play the role as the observers, traversing his memory 
backward, a step at a time, striving to figure out the true nature of 
his final wish and to fulfil it before his time comes. Even though his 
story is doomed to end tragically, and the wish will only be Johnny’s 
own artificially altered memory, they would not lessen the meaning 
of both the tragic and, most importantly, joyful moments before it. 


Dr. Rosalene 


"The ending isn't any more mportant 
than any of the moments leading to if." 





Dr. Eva's reasons on why she, unlike Dr, Neil, values Johnny and River's hoppy memories of the past 


Of course, To the Moon as a video game has those minutiae, little trivia 
about its development, the game itself, and how the game was received 
by the community: 


Ken Gao, the main developer of the game, started making the game 
after his grandfather became seriously ill. Being personally confronted 
with the idea of mortality and death, his thoughts on regret before 
death is the inspiration for the concept of the game. 


You could find several pop culture references throughout the game, 
some of them being references to The Emperor's New Clothes, 
Animorphs, and even The Matrix. 


Despite it being made using RPG maker XP Engine, a 2D role-playing 
game engine, To the Moon has none of the typical video game 
mechanics these kinds of games often have battle system, party 
system, or inventory system. 


The game was given GameSpot’s 2011 Game of the Year “Best Story” 
award, winning against several triple-A video games at the time such 
as Portal 2, Xenoblade Chronicles, and Catherine 





On a personal note, during my own playthrough of the game, I 
realize that the strengths of the story do not come merely from its 
setting, plot, characters, and themes — but also from how it is told. 
The reverse chronology storytelling that it employs to tell Johnny’s 
lifetime memory brings a sense of mystery to the experience (why 
did this happen?), which encourages investigation through playing 
and interacting with the items in the environment - in other words, 
gameplay. 


This is also supported in terms of its gameplay mechanic — finding 
mementos, important items that link to Johnny’s past memory — 


and in terms of the characters that the player are playing as well. Dr. 
Eva and Dr. Neil are not the main character; the same with the 
player, they are also observing and investigating Johnny’s memory. 


Such interwoven design between the story and gameplay avoids 
ludonarrative dissonance — a feeling of disconnect between 
gameplay and narrative that is often an issue with story in video 
games. The result of this design is a game that pulls the player into 
its story, easing them to immerse themselves in the game and to 
enjoy what it has to offer. 


As a closing remark, I feel that the story and narrative aspects of 
this game are the things that make it highly acclaimed by critics and 
players alike even to this day, eleven years later. Despite it being a 
mere 2D role-playing game that is rather technically outdated by 
today’s standard, the quality of its story - its setting, plot, characters, 
and themes - is timeless; hence, the game is still considered great to 
date. 


What Remains of Edith Finch 





Release date : April 25, 2017 


Genre(s) : Adventure, Indie 


Developer =: Giant Sparrow 
Platforms : Microsoft Windows, PlayStation 4, 
Xbox One, Nintendo Switch 





“Being inside for the first time, I felt ike I'd stepped behind a 
painting.” 


Visiting a place that was a big part of your life, an old family house 
or a school perhaps, is an experience that evokes all kinds of 
emotions once forgotten. Even though you are fixed here at the 
present moment, years’ worth of both good and bad memories of 
the past slowly reveals themselves in your mind, taking you back as 
you explore more. Such an important, nostalgia-inducing place is 
the setting of the story of What Remains of Edith Finch. In this 
case, it’s a house — a place where the main character Edith Finch, 
and her late family, used to call home. 





Edith's diary 


The house of the Finch, Edith’s family, is far from a conventional 
house you might think of: it’s a large building, one might even 


mistake it to be a tower from afar, with a branch of rooms and other 
structures diagonally upward to its left, stacked on top of each 
other. 
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The bizarre house of the Finch 


Such eccentricity also extends to its interior. While the living room 
and kitchen look relatively normal, each bedroom of the member of 
the Finches all has its own distinct look with different wall colours, 
furniture, and even architectures, ranging from a pink bedroom to a 
sky-high art room. 


That said, what truly makes the house of the Finch truly eccentric, 
even weird and creepy, is the fact that all of that furniture — wall 
photos, desks, shelves, bed, practically everything — of each of the 
rooms are all preserved. The Finch never recycles their room for 
other uses. Every Finch who passed away have their room kept 
exactly the same as the time when they were still alive — every 
Finch, all the way from 1937 to 2017. This is the answer to the 
question of why the house is so big with stacked rooms on top of it 
— if there’s a new family member, they build a new one specifically 
for them, even to the point of stacking rooms on top of the roof. 


This results in a house that preserves the history of each of the 
Finch family members, even those who had long passed. It is a 
house that never lets go, never moves on, ever-reminding the living 
Finch with the memories and stories of those deceased. This house - 
and those stories - are the very settings of the story. As Edith visits 


her old house back, rekindling her tragic memory of the house and 
what had happened, she finds out that those very stories and 
memories are, in a way, what had cursed many of her family to 
death, with now only her alone left alive. 





The peculiarity of the house extends to indoors as well 


You might be a bit startled with that sudden dark plot reveal at the 
end. Then, let’s start talking about the actual plot of the story. You 
are playing as 17-year-old Edith Finch, the last member of the Finch 
— a family believed to be cursed with misfortune and early deaths. 
From seeing how Edith did end up becoming the last remaining 
Finch after her relatives’ death, the curse doesn’t seem to be merely 
harmless superstition. 


Seven years earlier, Edith’s mother left the house together with the 
young Edith in a desperate attempt to stop the curse. The mother 
died seven years later, however, and she left her a key in her will 
without telling Edith what it unlocks. Edith, feeling that it will 
unlock something in the house, returns to the house to find out 
what the key unlocks, uncovering the stories of her deceased 
families and the true nature of the ‘curse’ that had condemned her 
family even before she was born. 


Interestingly, or maybe depressively, all characters - beside Edith 
herself and the mysterious child during the intro - have passed 
away. Edith only gets to interact, to know her dead relatives through 
the diary and notes left behind in the house that tells the story as to 


how they lived or died in addition to Edith’s own recollection of 
events — flashbacks with her mother, Dawn, and her great- 
grandmother, Edie. 


Despite that, we as the player still got to know Edith’s deceased 
relatives through those left behind notes or diary and the furniture 
and the appearance of their preserved rooms in the house: 


Molly - Edith’s great-aunt, who died at 10 years of age in 1947 - was 
a little girl with very active imagination. Molly’s diary that was left 
behind in her room has her last entry with her imagining 
transforming into a cat, an owl, and even a shark. 
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Molly's memorial shrine 


Calvin — Edith’s great-uncle, died when he was 11 — was a reckless 
boy aspiring to be an astronaut, as can be seen from the astronaut 
and stars decoration in his room. The homework essay that his twin 
— Sam, Edith’s grandfather — wrote mentioned that Calvin died 
because “...he made up his mind to fly.” 





Calvin's memonal shrine 


Milton, Edith’s older brother, went missing 14 years prior; he was 
never found. There is neither notes nor diary explaining his 
disappearance. Instead, throughout your journey in the house, you 
will find his drawing on the walls, hinting that he also explored the 
house before going missing. 





Milton's last drawing before he went missing 


These are the kinds of characters, stories, and hints that Edith will 
encounter in the house. Throughout the story, you never get to 
meet them directly; you will only find their memorial, with each 
containing a story that is a breadcrumb to lead Edith toward the 
truth that her mother wanted her to find out by giving that key after 
her death. 





The Finches family tree 


As for the theme of the story, what is it about, it’s clear that this is a 
story about death, its abruptness, and also the resulting loss that 
comes from it. At the same time, however, it is also a story about, 
well, stories. The act of storytelling and narrative itself is what it is 
talking about. The Finches memorialize their past into stories, 
either in the form of notes and diaries or in the form of the 
belongings that they preserve. Instead of burying the past, they cling 
to it, refusing any chance of forgetting them. 


To sum up, the story of the game What Remains of Edith Finch is 
one that takes place in the house of the Finch, and also in the 
stories that Edith finds in the house itself. As the last surviving 
member of the Finch, and because of her mother’s unknown key, 
Edith finds herself to be back to the Finch’s house that she had left 
six years prior to find out what the key is for, to uncover what’s 
really happening with her family and the nature of the curse the 
Finches are famous to be under. She will be alone in her journey, 
only helped by the stories of her deceased relatives — Molly, Calvin, 
Milton, and the others — to get closer and closer to the truth. 
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Molly’ room, the first Finch she finds out the truth about 


Similartothe house ofthe Finch, the game itselfand during itsdevelooment 
have their own mini-stories to tell, notably: 


The concept of the game grew from Dallas's, writer/director of the 
game, motivation to create something awe-inspiring, inspired by his 
experience as a scuba driver seeing the depth of the ocean. 


Edith’s character was initially a reflection of what the writer/director 
of the game, lan Dallas, would say in the situation, but changes were 
made over the development process. 


The game was awarded as “Best Narrative” in the Game Awards 2017 
and won “Best Game” in 14th British Academy Game Awards (BAFTA) 





The story of the game itself aside, one very notable aspect of this 
game is, I feel, how it presents those stories. People might think of 
narrative-driven video game as a type of video game where its 
narrative and story are the focus of the game. But for What Remains 
of Edith Finch, this name is taken literally: the stories are presented 
with the main character, Edith, narrating what she sees and what 
she thinks. The same goes with the part when the game changes its 
setting to one of the stories of Edith’s relative as well - they became 
the narrator, reading the notes or diary as the player is playing as 
them in in the game. 


Also, another notable aspect is its use of subtitles. Every narration, 
comment, and dialogue in the game are subtitled creatively from 
normal fading in and out text to full-on animated subtitles that are 
integrated within its in-game world, as opposed to mere floating text 
following the screen. This use of subtitle, at least for me, 
strengthened the feeling of it being stories while also making it easy 
for the player to pay attention to the story. 





Every speech in the game is followed by 
an in-game floating subititles 


If it is not clear already from those gameplay features, the story 
aspects of this game are prioritized higher than its gameplay; the 
stories are what the developers wanted the players to experience, 
and the gameplay is designed around it. As such, the narrative in 
these types of games is quite important, for if it fails to make people 
interested, there’ll be hardly any reason for people to play them. 
However, given the rating of What Remains of Edith Finch, this 
game is successful in making such narrative. 


On a side note, some people might not be a fan of this focus to the 
story over its gameplay: “It’s a video game, right? Where’s the game 
part?” But I feel that, occasionally, people want to stop thinking 
about winning or losing in a game. There are times when we want to 
not worry about getting the words ‘game over’ appearing on the 
screen. Just like visiting an old family house or a school we have 
long graduated from, at times people want to just revel in the story, 
whether it be the story of the past — nostalgia - or the one they are 
about to delve into. And in the case of What Remains of Edith 
Finch, the story is its valuable aspect more than its gameplay — it is 
its main course, which is perfect for those times. 


Fallout: New Vegas 
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NEW VEGAS 
Genre(s) : Action role-playing game 


Developer =: Obsidian Entertainment 


Platforms : Microsoft Windows, PlayStation 3, 
Xbox 360 





“From where youre kneeling it must seem like an 18-carat run of 
bad luck. Truth is...the game was rigged from the start.” 


One prevalent story aspect that gives dark vibes is the setting which 
can bring the gamers into rich imagination. In the year 2281, the 
world is in ruin. Nuclear war had destroyed almost everything, 
leaving the unfortunate survivors to live in the remains of what was 
once a thriving human civilization. Trees are burned. lakes are 
radiated. animals are mutated into monsters. And skyscrapers are 
turned into rubbles not resembling any hints of their prior glory. 
However, in spite of such an environment, humans are good at 
living after all. People who survived — either through sheer luck or 
protective nuclear vaults — are rebuilding, forming factions, and 
inventing various kinds of technologies to support their lives. And, 
just like any human society, ideologies and politics naturally form — 
resulting in fights, conflicts, and disputes for power between each 
faction. Such is the setting, the world, of the video game Fallout: 
New Vegas. 





Post-apocalyptic Mojave Desert, Nevada, year 2281 


On the surface, the paragraph above does express the setting of 
Fallout: New Vegas quite sufficiently. But, looking deeper into the 
game, you might realize that the setting, when being looked at in 
greater detail, does not put much focus on the ruined world aspect. 
This is a world where people had moved on from thinking of how 
terrible the war was, or how terrible the world they are in. In fact, 
one of the prominent aspects of this game is something as pleasure- 
seeking as casinos. Yes, those gambling houses. 





The drunken lively streets of the Strip 


You see, the war occurred in 2077, and the game takes place more 
than 200 years after. Despite the post-apocalyptic world they’re in, 
people are now living in a relatively lively world with a functioning 
society. Over these two centuries, various factions have formed with 
their own beliefs and ideologies, such as the democratic North 


Californian Republic, the roman dictatorial Caesar’s Legion, and 
even the religious Child of Atom who actively worships radiation 
and nuclear bombs. 


Now, what about the plot itself? What do you actually do in this 
setting? In this sci-fi post-apocalyptic future, you are neither a 
doctor nor a scientist. You are not a soldier or a mercenary either. 
Rather, you are a packet-deliverer, a courier. Being in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, you are ambushed while on the way of 
delivering an important package. 


The game takes place in the Mojave wasteland — a new name for the 
real-life Mojave Desert located in California, Nevada, Utah, and 
Arizona. With your package taken and your hands bound, the game 
starts with you waking up, kneeling in front of a white etched 9mm 
handgun aimed to your frontal lobe. Compared to the other two 
rough-looking tribals in front of you, the man holding the gun 
starkly contrasts them with his tidy, black and white checkered suit. 
From his pocket, the man pulled out the package you were 
delivering: a platinum casino chip. 


“... Truth is...the game was rigged from the start.” 


He pulled the trigger. 





You wake up under a spinning ceiling fan, lying on a bed beside Doc 
Mitchell — a doctor living in a small town near where you were shot. 


After being told that the man who stole your package and shot you 
in the head could be in New Vegas — another new name for the City 
of Las Vegas, where all the casinos are — you begin your journey for 
vengeance, not knowing you will be playing the deciding role in 
determining the fate of the Mojave wasteland and thus its people 
and its future. 


The story involves a conflict between characters. During your 
journey to New Vegas, you will meet all kinds of people and robots, 
some with their own backstories and personalities. On your first 
step of going outside the house, you will see a rather large cowboy 
robot, Victor — a friendly robot that brought you to Doc Mitchell 
after you were shot. In the small bar of the town, there is Sunny 
Smiles, a hunter of mutated big geckos that are rampant in the area. 
She can teach you how to use a gun and hunt a few of those 
mutated monsters yourself. 





“Howdy, pardner! Robot Victor greets. 


While these types of characters are intriguing to meet and have a 
short conversation with throughout your journey to New Vegas, 
they are not necessarily relevant to the main story. Who’s relevant 
then? It would be the four main ‘big guys’ characters of the story: 
Benny, Mr. House, General Lee Oliver, and Caesar. 


Benny is, in fact, the name of the person who ambushed and shot 
you in the head. A chairman of one of the big casinos in New Vegas, 
he is the goal of your vengeance story. Stealing the platinum casino 


chip is a part of his plan to overthrow the ruler, Mr. House, and take 
over New Vegas. 


And then there is Mr. House, the ruler of all New Vegas. Appearing 
in the form of a photo on a big screen and a voice, he is a flesh-and- 
blood human who survived the nuclear war through the life- 
preserving machinery he devised. A genius of his time, as is 
indicated in his manner of speech, behaviour, and ambition. What is 
his ambition? A quote of his own words would express that clearly: 





“Give me 20 years, and I'l reignite the high technology 
development sectors. 50 years, and I'll have people in orbit. 
100 years, and my colony ships will be heading for the stars, 
to search for planets unpolluted by the wrath and folly of a 
bygone generation.” 


Now, outside of New Vegas, there is an ongoing conflict between the 
Bear and the Bull; North Californian Republic (NCR), and Caesar’s 
Legion. Both wanting to take over the Mojave wasteland. Each of 
these factions is led by General Lee Oliver and Caesar, respectively. 
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NEW CALIFORNIA REPUBLIC 





Flags of NCR and Coesar’s legion 


Except for Benny, three of these characters — Mr. House, General 
Oliver, and Caesar — represent some of the endings you could go for 
to end the whole story. Should you choose to side with either of 
them to fight against the others, the ending would result in them 
taking over the Mojave wasteland. However, what if you don’t want 
to side with anyone? 


Well, the story and narrative of Fallout: New Vegas are interactive. 
Through the use of dialogue choices, it is possible not to side with 
any of them. Taking over the reward that is the Mojave wasteland 
for yourself is a legitimate option you could do. 


Then, after all that, what is the story really about? As could be 
inferred from the setting, plot, and characters that have been 
covered, the story of Fallout: New Vegas, its theme, is the matters of 
ambition and, in a sense, greed. 
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| Bettin g on worn out, post-apocalyptic Blackjack table 


Already apparent from the use of gambling and casinos in the 


setting, each of the major characters also has some kind of ambition 
to get what they wanted: Benny wants to take over New Vegas; Mr. 
House wants to accumulate wealth to the point of being able to take 
over other planets; General Lee Oliver and Caesar want to further 
expand their territory; and the Courier has the option — if the player 
desires — to take over Mojave wasteland for themselves. 





The Courier facing the casino city - the Strip 


All in all, despite taking place in a post-apocalyptic world, the story 
and narrative of Fallout: New Vegas aren’t focused on how terrible 
living in such a world is, but rather on how the people living in it 
make do with what they have. The world is ruined, but people still 
have to go on living. As such, they keep going to achieve the 
ambition that they have, whether it be to gain more power, to send 
humanity to a different planet, or to expand one’s territory of the 
land. Either way, they are striving to achieve their goal by any 
means necessary, even if it involves shooting an innocent Courier to 
steal their package. 


And that’s the story and narrative of Fallout: New Vegas. However, what 
about the actual game itself? Well, here are few trivia of the game itself 
as a video game: 


You could kill every single living character in the game without 
breaking the narrative and story in any way. The game has taken 
such action as an option and has a rather dark, grim ending for it. 


Most side quests in Fallout: New Vegas are references to real life 
song names. For example, the quest Nothin ‘But a Hound Dog is 


direct reference to Elvis’ Hound Dog, and the quest Harder, Better, 
Faster, Stronger is a direct reference to Daft Punk’s song with the 
same name. 


Despite currently being highly rated on many of game stores, Fallout: 
New Vegas failed to meet its sales goal back on its release, resulting 
in Obsidian being not allowed to continue working with the IP. This 
likely due to the rampant bugs and glitches on its first release, which 
made bad impressions on the early reviews of the game. 





Additionally, I feel that the real value that the narrative and story 
Fallout: New Vegas has, other than the characters and their 
dialogues, is its freedom. The story has been structured in a way 
that allows for all kinds of possibilities. For example, you want to 
side with the dictatorial-slavery-supporting Caesar’s legion? Sure. 
You want to take over the whole Mojave wasteland for yourself? 
Why not? You want to kill everyone, ruining what’s already a ruined 
world? Will do. The narrative of this game allows for many kinds of 
choices, alternatives, and possibilities. It’s a story and narrative that 
gives the game almost limitless replayability for the players. 


Alan Wake 


Release date: May 14, 2010 


Genre(s): Third-person shooter, action-adventure 


Developer: Remedy Entertainment 


Platforms: Xbox 360, Microsoft Windows, Xbox one 





“The unanswered mystery is what stays with us the longest, and it’s 
what well remember in the end.” 


“Alan Wake.” What is the first thing that comes to your mind when 
you heard of this title? A name, I suppose? Who’s that? And what’s 
that cover image supposed to mean? A guy, presumably Alan Wake, 
is pointing a flashlight behind the letters of the name, shining a 
light through it into the darkness that is our perspective. Instead of 
the usual casting shadows onto the light, he casts light onto the 
dark, as if uncovering what was once unknown, a mystery, through 
the narrow opening that his name allows him to see. Wait, he is 
holding something in his right hand. Is that a gun? What for? Is he 
fighting a monster? Wait a minute, he’s holding a gun, looking at 
us; are we the monster? 


That last part is certainly a bit of a stretch, but I’d like to point out 
that it is a display of our capacity to wonder and, especially, our 
knack to find a possible answer for it — to imagine. We are all 
imaginative creatures, and with it, we think of ideas that will 
possibly answer our wonders. With it, we also write stories, draw 
paintings, and compose music. What if, however, that very capacity 
to imagine were used by others, weaponized, against our will? What 
if a malevolent supernatural creature wielded it to change reality, 
shaping it for their own gain? 


Such is the predicament of a crime fiction author, Alan Wake, when 


a vacation to take his mind off of his two-year-long writer’s block 
brings him into a small mountain town of Bright Falls, Washington. 
This is the town where Alan will find himself fighting his own 
creation that he himself doesn’t remember have created. This is the 
place where everything happened - the setting of both the story and 
the game. 





Alan Woke entering the town of Bright Falls 


As a place for a setting, Bright Falls is fitting for any thriller-horror 
story: a small town in the middle of nowhere, a forest of tall trees 
surrounding the town, and even a location of a local diner similar to, 
maybe directly inspired from, the one in a classic American horror 
thriller TV show, Twin Peaks. What truly is the core setting of the 
story, however, is a lake near the town: Cauldron Lake. 


You see, Alan and his wife, Alice, rent a cabin during their time 
spending a vacation in Bright Falls. The cabin is located on a small 
island in the middle of Cauldron Lake — a large lake formed from a 
volcanic crater. The charming landscape of the lake surrounded by 
the forest’s tall trees and towering mountains nearby covers the 
true nature of the lake hidden deep below its faint green water. Its 
true nature? A place where your imagination can reshape reality 
itself, where fiction and reality flow together as one — the Dark 
Place. 





Diver's Isle, a small lake island and a lodge where 
Alon and Alice are staying for the night 


To understand the nature of what the Dark Place even is, we need to 
get into the plot of the story. You are playing as Alan Wake, a crime 
fiction novel author who has been suffering from a two-year long 
writer's block. Seeing him suffer from all the pressure to write his 
next book, his wife, Alice, convinced him to spend a vacation in a 
small rural town, Bright Falls. What was supposed to be a relaxing 
reprieve from the stress he had been having turns out to be a 
vacation of nightmares, both figuratively and literally, as not only is 
he haunted by nightmares of his own fictional character attacking 
him in his dream, he is also hunted down physically by shadowy, 
dark creatures arisen when the night pervades the sky. 


It all starts when they are going to get the key from the landlord of 
the cabin they’ve rented. As Alan is looking for the landlord, Mr. 
Stucky, a mysterious old woman intrudes, telling him that Mr. 
Stucky had fallen ill and she was entrusted to give Alan the key to 
her own cabin instead. Having no reason to argue, Alan accepts the 
key and goes to its supposed location according to her: a small 
island on the Cauldron Lake. 


Upon arriving, Alan finds the cabin to be rather strange: a shoe box 
full of books by Thomas Zane, an author he had never heard before; 
the 60s feel of the cabin, or even much earlier; and an oppressive 
feeling similar to the nightmare he had been having. Alan pays not 


much attention to them, however, and proceeds to turns on the 
generator to light up the cabin away from its eerie darkness before 
the night comes. 


An unexpected surprise comes at night not from the cabin, but from 
Alice. She reveals that the purpose of the vacation is not for him to 
relax, but instead to arrange him with a famous Psychologist in 
Bright Falls, Dr. Emil Hartman - to help Alan break his writer’s 
block. She also brought a typewriter for him to work on his next 
book in the cabin. Even though he knows she means well, Alan does 
not take it nicely; he is furious. He storms out of the cabin in the 
middle of the night to calm himself down, leaving Alice alone in the 
cabin. And that’s when his nightmarish journey in the town starts as 
he hears a scream from inside the cabin — Alice’s scream. 


Alan rushes back to the cabin to find that it has gone dark; its lights 
are all out. He enters the front door, and her scream abruptly stops, 
as if something bad had stopped her from screaming. “Alice! Alice?” 
He shouts. Hoping for any answer, he instead finds the door facing 
the lake to have been flung open, showing a violently broken fence 
to the lake. Alan walks out to the broken fence and shines his 
flashlight to the dark water below — Alice is there, floating deep in 
the water. Without an ounce of hesitation, he jumps into the lake. 


What do you think happens next? Alan heroically brings Alice out of 
the lake, fights the monster, and takes her to a hospital perhaps? Or, 
maybe, the person on the water was in actuality not Alice but 
instead the monster baiting Alan to jump? The answer is neither of 
those and probably far from anything with what you have in mind: 
he wakes up in a car crash. 





Waking up in the crashed car felt like | had woken from one nightmare and entered another. 


Jumping into the lake, Alan bizarrely wakes up ina car crash 


Well, specifically, Alan lost the memory as to what happened after 
he jumped into the lake, and now finds himself wounded in a 
crashed car. Except for a faint memory of someone telling him to 
wake up, it is all dark. Being in the middle of a forest, scrambling for 
clues with bloodied head and sore, hurting body from the crash he 
doesn’t even remember had happened, he spots a gas station in the 
distance and thinks he can get some help from the locals there. The 
way to the gas station is, however, another nightmare Alan has 
found himself in, as he finds loose sheets of paper, manuscript 
pages of a novel when he makes his way to the gas station. As if it is 
not strange enough already to find manuscript pages of a novel in 
the middle of a forest, what startled Alan are instead the title of the 
novel and its author: “Departure,” written by himself, Alan Wake. 


The title “Departure” is, in fact, the very title of the novel Alan has 
been trying to write ever since his writer’s block started two years 
ago. Other than that, he has no recollection of having written the 
manuscript and even any of the plot written in it. What’s more, the 
content of the manuscript tells something sinister: 


was hard to gake Hin ov 
darkness of the forest tha 
surrounded us, but the axe he 


lifted was plain to see. It 
glistened with the blood of his 


wWidtio. 

He grinned madly. The shadows 
were alive, distorting his 
features. 


It was a scene from a nightmare, 
but I was awake. 
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A mysterious manuscript Alan found in the forest 


You can probably see where this is going. As Alan makes his way to 
the gas station, he encounters exactly that: a man covered in 
shadows, holding a bloody axe, grinning like a madman. Chased and 
hunted down by it, Alan seeks shelter inside an empty cabin in a 
local mill. With the knowledge of how to fight it that he learned 
from another manuscript he had found, he wields both the gun and 
the flashlight from the cabin — like a vampire to an onion, the 
creature’s weakness is light. Alan fights it and several of its kind 
that are attacking him, vaporizing them with the combination of his 
flashlight and his six-shot revolver. 


When he arrives at the gas station, barely surviving from all the 
attacks, he uses the phone there to call the local sheriff. He doesn’t 
think he can explain all the supernatural events without getting 
crossed out as mad, but he can at least talk to them about what 
happened to Alice. 


Sheriff Sarah Breaker arrives at the gas station, and without any 
delay, Alan explains how he is in a car crash and his wife went 
missing. His train of thoughts and logic goes disarray, however, 
when during his explanation that they were staying in a cabin on the 
island on Cauldron Lake, the Sheriff interrupts: 


“There’s no island on Cauldron Lake, not since the big 
eruption in the seventies” 


Being brought back to the Cauldron Lake with the sheriff the next 
morning, what Alan sees is something outside the realm of his 
common sense; the bridge connecting the edge of the lake to the 
island is now broken beyond repair, seemingly has always been for 
decades. And the island? There is no island. 


With the island literally missing, there is no way for the sheriff to 
believe Alan’s account that she went missing on the lake, let alone 
finding her. Without the police’s help, Alan has to uncover what 
truly is happening, defeat the supernatural creature hidden beneath 
the lake — later discovered to be the Dark Presence - and find his 
wife, Alice. 





Alan gunning down the Possessed with light and bullets 


Now, if you were paying attention, you'll notice that I still haven’t 
explained yet what the Dark Place is. Having explored the setting 
and the plot, you might have an idea of what it is already. It is a 
supernatural realm located deep below the lake, a place that allows 
those loose manuscripts to become reality. Not because of the place 
giving you a vision of the future, but instead because it gives you the 
ability to put your imagination into the real world, rewriting reality 
itself. It is a place that gives any creatively capable person an almost 
omnipotent power, with their imagination being the only limiting 
factor. 


Such a horror-thriller plot involves many characters that you'll meet 
as you progress. However, without getting too deep into sensitive 


spoilers, there are three notable characters that play major parts in 
the story: Alan, Alice, and Barry. 


Alan Wake — the main character of the game, as apparent from the 
game’s very title — is a best-selling crime thriller novelist. Being a 
fan of Stephen king — yes, that Stephen King — since he was a teen, 
Alan was inspired to be a writer and successful in becoming one 
growing up. His stories often have several common ideas, some of 
them being an absent father figure, a battle between darkness and 
light, and realistic non-supernatural themes. These common ideas 
in his stories are revealed to be a display of the “write what you 
know” advice prevalent in writing, as it reflects the background of 
Alan: not knowing who his own father is, childhood fear of the dark, 
and a sceptic, realistic view of the world. His experience in Bright 
Falls of confronting a supernatural being residing in the lake, 
however, definitely changes that third point. 





The crime thriller novelist Alan Woke 


As a person, Alan can be rather aggressive and cynical even to those 
who are close to him, resulting in him having not many friends. 
Those few friends that he has, however, are aware that his 
behaviour roots from Alan’s deep insecurity of himself, which is 
worsened by the two-year-long writer’s block he is suffering from. 
In truth, behind that aggression stemming from his insecurity is a 
deep care toward those who stand by him, namely Alice, his wife, 
and Barry, his childhood friend. 


Alice, Alan’s wife, is the driving factor of his determination to fight 


against the supernatural creature in Bright Falls. Similar to Alan 
when he was a child, Alice also has a fear of the dark. However, if 
you were to picture Alan’s childhood fear of the dark as a child’s 
reluctance to eat vegetables, then Alice’s fear of the dark would be a 
deadly allergy to it. Her fear of the dark is irrationally extreme, 
freezing her in horror if she is engulfed in one. Alan’s worry for 
Alice when the light of the cabin goes out during their stay in 
Cauldron’s Lake is more than justified. 





Alan's wife, Alice 


Despite them often getting into arguments due to Alan’s aggression 
and short temper, which is caused by his writer’s block, Alice put up 
with it and stayed supportive of him. She is a caring and faithful 
wife to Alan, and he values her more than anything. She is Alan’s 
muse, the source of his inspiration. As such, her disappearance is 
something that Alan would never accept; his life is a price he would 
willingly pay for her safety. 


And lastly, it is Alan’s literary agent, Barry Wheeler. When Alan tells 
Barry of the supernatural events happening in town, he initially 
doesn’t believe him, thinking that Alan is confusing fiction with 
reality. But after witnessing the creatures and Darkness himself, 
even getting attacked by one, he becomes Alan’s faithful companion 
in his fight against the creature. 





c= 
Alan's companion and childhood friend, Barry 


Being Alan’s childhood friend and has been a good friend of his 
since his teenage years, they have had a long history together. Ever 
since their young age, the two of them often got into trouble with 
Alan usually the cause for it, and Barry would somehow come with a 
solution that saved both of their skins. And now, years later, he is 
going to reprise his role as Alan’s companion. This time, however, 1s 
not going to be as simple as the kinds of trouble they went through 
as children. 


With all of those three aspects considered, now you might have your 
own idea of the themes of the story of Alan Wake. Given how the 
antagonist of the story being the very embodiment of the darkness, 
and how Alan is wielding the light to fight them, we can infer that 
this is a story - similar to the ideas Alan wrote in his books - about 
the battle of light and darkness. 


Additionally, however, it does not stop only in the literal sense, but 
also into the abstract. The story concerns another meaning of light, 
specifically light in terms of creative pursuit: inspiration. 


Alan’s two-year-long writer’s block, the dark, is what brings him to 
Bright Falls, to encounter this creature of Darkness. And as the 
story unfolds, it will be revealed that the being cannot be fought 
with knives, guns, or explosions; Alan has to break the darkness 
within his creative mind — his writer’s block — to banish the 


creature once and for all. He has to rekindle his creative wonder, 
inspiration and imagination, as a writer to stand a chance against 
the Dark Presence, and finally saves Alice, his muse, from its grasp. 





Armed with light, Alan fights the darkness back, burning it away 


All in all, this is a story of Alan Wake — a novelist suffering from a 
long writer’s block — and his fight against the supernatural creature, 
the Dark Presence, that is the cause of his wife, Alice, going missing. 
His supposed to be relaxing vacation to a small rural town Bright 
Falls is turned upside down into that of vivid nightmares, as his wife 
goes missing and the creatures of shadow are chasing him when the 
night comes, hunting him and his friend, Barry, down. As the story 
unfolds, Alan will discover that the sole way to defeat the Dark 
Presence is only his own creative wonder as a writer — it is the very 
key for him to save his wife and banish the Dark Presence. 


With its long development time and a plethora of references to real- 
life pop culture works, Alan Wake has too many trivia to be able to be 
included here. However, here are some notable ones: 


The average development time for a video game is around five 
years. Alan Wake, on the other hand, was in production for longer — 
six years. This rather long development time was often joked about 
by the community with them saying the game would never finish. 


This game references and Is inspired from many pop culture works, 
notably: 


A famous The Shining movie scene where an axe-wielding 
perpetrator smashes a door; 


The setting of a TV series Twin Peaks, specifically its small town 
and the Great Northern Hotel: 


Alan's novel being described as “Lovecraftian horror” — a term 
for stories that are about cosmic otherworldly creatures, derived 
from the name of a famous author H.P Lovecraft. 


The game's setting, Bright Falls, has a six-episode TV series dedicated 
to it, acting as the prequel to Alan Wake. 


Two of the songs in the game —- Children of the Elder God and The 
Poet and the Muse - are written and performed by a fictional rock 
band the Old Gods of Asgard. In real life, they are the Poets of the 
Fall, a Finnish rock band that specifically wrote them for the game. 





Unlike the previous chapters that have been covered, this one’s 
closing section is going to be rather blunt. Despite it being 
developed by an acclaimed game studio, Remedy Entertainment - 
whose previous works, Max Payne 1 & 2, are loved by fans - and also 
its six-year-long production time, the game in terms of its core 
gameplay lacks engaging variety. 


This gameplay loop of shooting, running, shining light, and shooting 
again would not necessarily be a flaw if the game is not as long as it 
does to complete: 11 hours. While not necessarily a long playtime by 
popular video game standards, its lacking gameplay makes it feels 
like a lifetime. During those hours, if the player finds the gameplay 
to be lacking, which for me personally happened at around three 
hours deep into the game, the rest of the game would feel like a 
chore to play. 


However, this is where the narrative, the story, comes in — the 
saving grace of the game. The setting of Bright Falls and Cauldron 
Lake, the mystery of the plot, the writer character of Alan Wake, and 
the both literal and figurative display of the battle of light and 
darkness make the game, despite its gameplay, engaging until the 
end. It is what allowed me to play through 11 hours of its lacking 


gameplay to experience the story more. 


Looking back at the abundance of pop culture references and 
inspiration from other works, the story and narrative of Alan Wake 
are maybe what developers were working the most on during its six- 
year-long development. And in the end, it pays off. It doesn’t just 
compensate for its lacking gameplay; it also becomes the very 
strength and appeal of the game, earning the game positive 
reception from both fans and critics alike. 


Bioshock 


Release date: August 21, 2007 
Genre(s): FPS, Action, RPG 
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Developer: 2K Boston, 2K Australia 


Platforms: 
Microsoft Windows, Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, Xbox One, 
PlayStation 4, Mac OS x, iOS, Nintendo Switch 





“We all make choices, but in the end our choices make us.” 


Ever since Plato first mentioned it in one of his works, the concept 
of Atlantis has been often used in novels, movies, and video games. 
Most of them depict the idea as either a society gone too advanced 
that god’s wrath fell upon them, submerging them below the sea or 
a city thriving under the sea with its citizens who can breathe 
underwater. The setting of Bioshock, however, is a_ twisted 
combination of both: a once prosperous underwater city now 
inhabited by its crazed citizens, with leftovers of its futuristic 
technologies and bloodied, soulless bodies embellishing the streets. 
What is the city called? Rapture. 





The underwoter city of Rapture 


At least, that is what Rapture has become when the story starts. 
Previously, the city is constructed with utopia in mind, a place 


where everything is supposedly ideal and perfect, envisioned by its 
founding father Andrew Ryan. Ideal and perfect in what way you 
ask? In the way Andrew Ryan wanted - his ideology and ideals. He 
believes that people should only take care of themselves - the 
‘morality of caring for the poor and the incompetent are only 
holding back the advancement of humanity. With such ideology, he 
envisioned and constructed Rapture — an isolated underwater city 
where the competent have more freedom to achieve their goal 
outside of government control and said morality, a city where you 
have to earn your keep with no help given if you don’t. It is a place 
with no charity and almost devoid of kindness. Such is the city of 
Rapture, an embodiment of Andrew Ryan’s ideology and 
philosophy. 


Such philosophy is engrained within the very system of the city, 
both its economy and how its law is designed. And with such 
system, art and science, now less hindered by morality and ethic, 
made remarkable progress faster than those on the surface world 
with the invention of many futuristic devices: self-automated 
computers, chambers that can bring people back to life, self-opening 
doors, portable audio recorders, and voice triggered security system 
to name a few. Keep in mind that Rapture was founded in the 1940s. 
Those last three devices don’t seem much in this day and age, but 
given the year, it was futuristic. 





Once prosperous, now Rapture is in ruin 


Out of the many inventions developed in Rapture, ADAM is the 
most revolutionary one - a substance with the ability to alter the 


genetic code of a creature. This invention was further looked into 
and made into super-human serums — ‘super-human’ as in granting 
people an actual superhuman power such as telekinesis or 
electrokinesis. And if you’re feeling uncomfortable with such 
invention, your hunch is correct - this would later become one of 
the causes of the fall of Rapture, the very substance that left many 
of its inhabitants crazed and insane beyond saving. 


Notice the use of the words ‘one of the causes’, however, as its 
major cause is more due to the crucial flaw of Andrew Ryan’s 
ideology more than anything. Here is what happened: as the city 
grew exponentially, the gap between rich and the poor also became 
wider and wider. The elite achieved an almost unreachable success, 
while those who failed can barely eat or sleep in the city. A 
businessman, Frank Fontaine, took advantage of these ‘failed’ 
people, using them to gain influence and power to rival Andrew 
Ryan himself. And with it, he founded an illegal company dedicated 
to produce and sell ADAM. 


With time, his product became addictive and the addicted masses 
demanded more. He then, due to his product being illegal, mass- 
produced ADAM using a method that is, although discreet, 
unquestionably unethical: planting ADAM producing sea slugs in 
the stomachs of orphaned little girls. Exactly, it’s not just little girls, 
but specifically those who have either lost their parents or were left 
alone when they were born. Fontaine called them “Little Sisters”. 


pirtie 
SIS a 


pra 





Fontaine's manipulative poster 


Fontaine's ‘evil’ operation was put to a stop when Andrew Ryan 
discovered his illegal business, resulting in a police shootout that 
killed him. His death did not stop the declining condition of the 
Rapture, however, as over time, the gap between the rich and the 
poor became even wider, prompting a revolution against Andrew 
Ryan led by a man among the poor, Atlas. This revolution was 
violent, with both sides making use of those super-human serums 
that Fontaine produced. It was a chaotic war of super-powered 
humans; blasts of fire and electricity occupied the streets, wounding 
and killing people left and right. 





Flectrokinesis, one of the many genetic manipulations ADAM is capable of 


Then, on New Year’s Eve of 1958, the conflict came to a climax. 
Atlas commanded an all-out attack on Andrew Ryan and his 
supporters. Rapture was no more, torn and disfigured by this attack. 
Its infrastructures were relatively intact, but its society collapsed. 
The dead were left scattered on the streets, bloodied and rotting. 
And those surviving super-powered humans - Splicers, now insane 
due to the serum’s abuse - were left wandering the city, attacking 
anyone they see. Now, Rapture has become Atlantis in the sense of 
an underwater civilization, albeit a nightmarish, post-apocalyptic 
one. A setting that is dangerous and borderline horror in which the 
player will be exploring. 





Even more twisted ond dangerous port of Popture 


So, where do you, the player, come in this setting? The plot? You are 
entering the story with a blast, an airplane blast in fact, as your 
flight crashes onto the sea near the surface entrance of Rapture. 
Jack is your name, and the year is 1960 - two years after Atlas 
ruined Andrew Ryan’s underwater utopia. Jack somehow survives 
the crash and swims to what he thinks to be a lighthouse nearby. 
Upon entering it, Andrew Ryan’s statue and an intimidating quote 
of his welcome him: 





Stotue of Andrew Ryan and a bonner representing his vision for Rapture 


Exploring the lighthouse further, Jack finds a kind of a bathysphere, 
a sphere designed to be submerged deep underwater for deep-sea 
exploration. Having no other option than to try, he enters the 
sphere, and pulls the lever - as the Alice in Wonderland quote goes, 
Jack submerges down into the sea, “never once considering how in 


the world he was to get out again.” 


As you could probably guess, this sphere brings him to the 
underwater city, Rapture. Underwater’ skyscrapers reveal 
themselves the closer he goes, with schools of fish, a whale, and a 
sea turtle swimming by. Neon lights and bright signs shine through 
the blue colour of the sea, fighting against one another for Jack’s 
attention. The sphere goes into an underwater port and rises up into 
the city. Jack enters the Rapture. 
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Being underwater, sea life nearby decorates the view of Rapture outside 


Upon arrival, a brutal sight welcomes him, showing him how 
misleading the view outside is. A Splicer, violent and insane, is 
butchering a bystander who was curious to see who just came. The 
light flickers on and off, the man’s scream interrupted by stabs and 
bloody coughs. The man falls, and before Jack stands a scythe- 
wielding Splicer, fresh from murder, asking: 


“Is 1t Someone new?” 


The Splicer doesn’t wait for an answer; she screams hysterically 
toward the sphere’s glass between her and Jack. The sphere is still 
closed tight, but she is persistent. The Splicer jumps onto it, 
attempting to cut open the sphere. The screech of both hers and 
metal fills the sphere, and an electric spark occurs from within — 
she has broken the engine. 


Failing to break through, the Splicer loses interest shortly. And not 
long, the radio inside speaks to him: 


“Would you kindly pick up that shortwave radio?” 
Jack picks it up, and holds it near his ear. 


“IT don’t know how you survived that plane crash, but I never 
want to question providence. I am Atlas. And I aim to keep you 
alive.” 


With the sphere broken, Jack has no way of going back up to the 
surface. His only choice of survival is now to follow the words the 
man says, the words of the very person who led the revolution that 
ruined Rapture. With him as his guide, Jack will traverse through 
the ruins of this once prosperous city and fight through dangerous 
Splicers and enemies that are eager to stab, shoot, or bludgeon him 
along his journey. This is a journey that will reveal the nature of 
Rapture, its inhabitants, and Andrew Ryan while, at the same time, 
reveal the true nature of our protagonist himself. 


And with that, we will now delve into the characters of this play, 
namely the protagonist Jack; the father or Rapture Andrew Ryan; 
the revolutionary Atlas; and the two-inseparable duo, Little Sister 
and Big Daddy. 


Although being the protagonist of the story, Jack is the one we least 
know about when compared to other characters. He is a young man, 
a passenger of a flight that crashed on the Atlantic Ocean near the 
surface entrance of Rapture. Before his flight crashes, right when 
the game starts, he is seen smoking in the passenger seat, holding 
an unopened gift all the while a monologue of his voice plays in the 
background. 





Jack, the protagonist, holding a gift during his soon-to-crash flight 
in the intro of the game 


“When Mum and Dad put me on that plane to visit my 
cousins in England, they told me, ‘Son, youre special, you 
were born to do great things.’ You know what? They were 
right.” 


The screen slowly fades to black, and the audio reveals the scream 
of other passengers and the rattles of a falling plane, followed by the 
sound of chaotic splashes of the sea. 


Beyond said scene, nothing is known about Jack (that is, without 
getting into spoilers, of course). In fact, his quote above is arguably 
the only time Jack ever talked, since throughout the story he never 
uttered a single word — mostly due to the ‘silent protagonist’ design 
that many games of this era adopted. 


The next is the father of Rapture himself, Andrew Ryan. You might 
be wondering what kind of person could have such a vision of an 
underwater city and on top of that made it into reality. Born under 
the name of Anyzpew PasHoscKun (Andrei Riafnoski), he grew up in 
a Jewish-Belarusian family. At a young age, he witnessed the 1917 
Russian revolution that not only destroyed his family’s business but 
also killed his aunt and uncle. This event was the major turning 
point of his life; it was the time when he formed his philosophy: 
some people are parasites, and when these parasites gained control 
of a world that our great predecessors have created, they destroyed 
it. 


THE HEROES OF RAPTURE 
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Poster of Andrew Ryan, founder 
of Rapture 


Armed with such a view of the world, he fled to America to find his 
success; and success he did find. At first, he was grateful and 
devoted to his country, but the turning of events challenged his 
devotion. And finally, the dropping of the nuclear bomb on 
Hiroshima broke it. He used all of his resources, connection, and 
intellect to develop Rapture, an ideal underwater city outside of 
these ‘parasites’ on the surface. What is his vision of Rapture? Here 
it is in his own words: 


“Rapture, a city where the artist would not fear the censor, 
where the scientist would not be bound by petty morality, 
where the great would not be constrained by the small!” 


This great city that Andrew Ryan built now had been put to ruin, 
however, as the poor were rallied against his regime by our next 
character — Atlas. 





Poster of Atlas, the revolutionary who fought 
Andrew Ryan 


Atlas protested against Ryan, recruited the poor for his cause, and 
terrorized the city. Their fight escalated to a civil war when Atlas 
and his men bombed Kashmir restaurant, the place where many of 
Rapture’s important and wealthy people were gathering for a party. 
From that point on, it was war. 


Not long, Atlas’ rebel forces became larger with the recruitment of 
criminals that he allied with. They terrorized the city even further, 
disrupting Rapture’s economy. After implementing all kinds of 
security measurements, with none of them able to suppress the 
rebel’s attacks, Ryan resorted to the last plan he had under his 
sleeve: modifying the ADAM serum production line to make those 
Splicers susceptible to mental suggestion. Andrew Ryan neutralized 
major parts of the rebel forces with it, leaving Atlas and those who 
are not Splicers into hiding in the now ruined Rapture. This is the 
time when a bathysphere from the surface submerges down into the 
city, the time when Jack enters Rapture, and the story starts. 


At this point of the game, Atlas has abandoned the plan of 
overthrowing Andrew Ryan, and he wants to escape the city with his 
family who are trapped within the city. And to get to his family, he 
needs Jack’s help. In turn, Atlas will aid him through the remains of 
Rapture, guiding Jack in navigating the city laden with danger in 
every corner. 


“Listen — I’ve got a family. I need to get them out of here... I 
know you must feel like the unluckiest man in the world right 
now, but youve the only hope Ill ever see my wife and child 
again. Go to Neptune’s Bounty... Find my family... Please.” 


Lastly, speaking of danger, the next characters are the iconic ones in 
the franchise; in fact, they are featured on the cover of the game. 
They are the inseparable duo: Little Sisters and their guardian Big 
Daddies. 





Little Sister and her protective Big Daddy 


If the name Little Sisters rings a bell, it is because they have been 
mentioned previously in the earlier section of this chapter. These 
children were Fontaine’s effort to increase the production of ADAM. 
Taken from Little Sister's Orphanage — a fake orphanage Fontaine 
established to gather and exploit them — they were forced to host 
the sea slugs that produced ADAM inside their stomach. 


Fontaine's death didn’t put a stop to this act as well; Andrew Ryan, 
despite finding it to be horrific, found the necessity to keep it 
running in order to fulfil the increasing demand of ADAM. And over 
time, to further increase ADAM’s production, these Little Sisters 
were ‘improved’ with mental conditioning that, among other effects, 
brainwashed them to collect left-overs ADAM from the blood of 
Splicer’s corpses. How? By making them see those dead bodies as 
‘angels’. 


“Who watches over sleeping angels? I do, I do...” 
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Little Sister collecting ADAM from a corpse 


These Little Sisters were the crux of Rapture’s stability, and thus, 
their safety was crucial. This led to the creation of their guardian, 
giant diving suit wearing golems with enormous strength and giant 
spiral drills as their right hand - Big Daddies. 





The menacing giant drill and resilient armour of Big Daddy 


Saying that they are golems, however, are only in terms of their 
appearance. They were humans, genetically enhanced to insanity 
and had their body and organs implanted into the metal diving suit. 
Furthermore, to make them play the role as guardians, they were 
also mentally conditioned to form an unbreakable bond with the 
Little Sisters; if anyone were to risk their safety, these hulking 
metals would obliterate them. 





The unbreakable bond of Little Sisters and their quardian 


With those three aspects out of the way, you could start seeing the 
essence, of this story. Altruism, science vs ethics, human 
weaknesses, and rebellion are some of the underlying matters being 
talked about that can be found here. However, the most prominent 


in terms of its story as a whole would be the first: Altruism — 
unselfish concern for others — though specifically, the lack of it. 


The foundation of Rapture is the belief that the competent should 
thrive, fulfilling their own self-interest, and that the weak should be 
left to their misery — a system that discourages empathy and 
deprioritizes morality. While such ideology did result in 
unprecedented progress of art, science, and technology, prospering 
the underwater city — it was also the underlying cause of its fall: the 
‘weak’ eventually fought back, exercising their agency as human 
beings. The result? Rapture, present day. 


In conclusion, the story of Bioshock is one that takes place in the 
crumbling underwater city of Rapture. Playing as Jack, you, the 
player, starts the story by having your flight crashes into the 
Atlantic Ocean near the surface entrance of the city. And as you 
submerge down deep into the sea and enter Rapture, its crazed 
inhabitant attacks your bathysphere, breaking down the engine. 
Jack is helped by the still-surviving Atlas, who requests Jack to 
rescue his family who is trapped in the city. With his guide, Jack’s 
journey starts — a journey that will slowly uncover the nature of 
Rapture, its people, and also our own protagonist himself. 


Bioshock as a video game has, along with other fun facts, many scrapped 
ideas that didn’t make it into the final product, here are the notable few: 


Splicer’s disfigured faces, some of them, were modelled after real-life 
photos of World War | veterans who went through facial reconstructive 
surgery. 


Little Sister was not originally designed to be a little girl. They had an 
idea for it to be aslug, but they cancelled it because slug has no face to 
express any emotion with. They also have other ideas such as a crippled 
dog and acrab, but they finally settle for a little girl instead to evoke 
stronger sympathy from the players. 


The game's director, Ken Levine, voiced the Circus of Value vending 
machines. 


The theme of the game was highly inspired from the novel Atlas 
Shrugged written by Ayn Rand, who developed a philosophical system 
called Objectivism. Said philosophical idea itself is the core of Andrew 
Ryan's, and thus Rapture’s, ideals and belief. 





On a personal note, there are two particular aspects of this game 
that I particularly like, and ones that I’d also like to point out. 
Namely, they are the game’s use of philosophical ideas as its core 


theme and its effective use of video game medium. 


First, this is a game that uses deep philosophical ideas as its core 
themes. Yet I did not find any parts of the game to be pretentious or 
preachy in any way. The writer of the story balanced the depth of its 
theme with a fascinating and well-executed narrative of its own that 
fits well with it. 


Second, the story acknowledges and makes use of the fact that it is a 
video game, not a book or a movie. It uses aspects that are exclusive 
to video games as a major part of its narrative. To point them out 
directly would be spoiling, but let’s just say things that gamers often 
take for granted (silent protagonist, game objectives, etc) are part of 
the narrative that plays an important role in the story. 


Personally, I find these two to be the elements that make the game 
not only engaging but also feels meaningful to play and finish. The 
Atlantis-esque futuristic setting of the game is already interesting 
by itself, but the addition of such narrative, characters, and theme 
propels the game further up the enjoyment ladder. If I liken it to 
food, playing and finishing Bioshock is akin to eating a chunky, 
complete meal that leaves you with a satisfied, filled stomach and, 
most importantly, a taste that you will not forget. 


Disco Elysium 





| Release date: 15 October 2019 


Genre(s): RPG 
Developer: ZA/UM 


Platforms: 
Microsoft Windows, macOS, PlayStation 4, PlayStation 5, 
Stadia, Nintendo Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series X/S 





“Cold and heavy—like truth. You feel like you're reunited with truth 
once more.” 





Nothing, just darkness 


It is all black. Not just the absence of light, but the void, sucking you 
in into its darkness. The saying goes that if you stare long enough at 
the abyss, the abyss stares back - but you know you're not staring. 
In fact, you’re barely conscious. 


“There is nothing. Only warm, primordial blackness. Your 
conscience ferments in it — no larger than a single grain of 
malt. You don’t have to do anything anymore.” 


Your brain, your ancient reptilian brain, speaks. Being engulfed with 
non-existence fills you with delight - no more struggle, no more 
pain. You want to stay. 


Until a sensation suddenly sets in, dragging and pulling your 
consciousness with it. Awareness Joins in. 


You struggle, begging for them not to come, but to no avail. The 
stench of liquor stimulates your brain, and an excruciating pain 
floods your mind — a headache. 


“A fiery streak penetrates your skull, trying to force your eyes 
open. It’s a sound. A clarion from hell.” 


You open your eyes. 


Light enters your eyes, showcasing the rough floor you've face- 
planted on. The smell of liquor fills your lungs, and coldness bites 
your skin — you are barely clothed. 


You stand up slowly, hindered by fatigue and the weight of your 
body. You try to recollect your thoughts. 


“Where am I?” Nothing comes. 
“How long have I been here?” Nothing comes. 
“Who am I?” Nothing comes. 


Bewildered, you look around the room, searching for clothes to 
wear. You put on your shoes, pants, white shirt, yellow necktie, and 
green blazer. With your hand still on your forehead, you walk to the 
door, turn the knob, and step outside to the foreign world beyond. 





Still dazed fram a headache, the protagonist walks outside 
to recollect his lost memory 


Now, if you are confused with such a cold opening, the same goes 
for our protagonist. Waking up with a horrible hangover, he has no 
memory of the place he is in, the time, and even himself. As he 
walks out of the room, he will have to regain his memory of the 
place, the city, and the world he lives in — Elysium. 





The city or Revachol, Elysium 


The world of Elysium is the setting of this story. History-wise, 
Elysium has six thousand years’ worth of them, but the game takes 
place at its most modern period called “The Fifties”. It is a world 
where realistic aspects similar to our own real-life are interwoven 
with a touch of fantastic, supernatural phenomena of its own. 


So, what are those aspects? From the realistic side, it is a world 
filled with opposing factions, whether it be nations or people, who 
have differing ideologies that are similar to ours. Communism is 
one of those ideologies, existing as a belief within the setting of this 
story. There are differences, however, such as how instead of the 
colour red and a symbol of hammer and sickle, it is represented 
with the colour white and a symbol of deer antlers and a pentagram. 
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The statue of Phillipe fil, king of Revachol 


This world even has its own religion, namely Dolorianism. 
Influential figures of Dolorianism are called “innocences”, and they 
truly are influential. For example, one of the greatest of them in 
history is Dolores Dei, who was rumoured to have glowing lungs 
and was the founder of many of Elysium’s modern institutions. In 
fact, she was greatly influential that the symbol of love in this world 
is not a heart, but rather a set of lungs, referring to Dolores Dei’s 
greatness. 


Dolores De's stained glass window. Her lungs glow, signifying love. 


As for its supernatural phenomena, they come in the form of the 
landscape of the world itself - the Pale. Though, to be specific, it is 
‘supernatural’ as in the current scientific understanding still could 
not make sense of it. The Pale is a ‘hole’ in reality, slowly expanding 
at a generational pace. This ‘hole’ breaks down the laws of nature; 
exposure to them can make people insane. The islands in Elysium 


(called isolas) are separated by these Pale. Imagine if the seas in our 
world were vacuum of space - that is what the Pale is. It surrounds 
everything, and it is slowly eating reality; one day, millennia in the 
future, all of Elysium will be engulfed by it. 


However, all of that will only come far, far off in the future. In the 
present day, our protagonist lives in the city of Revachol, Martinaise 
district, a place full of corruption, poverty, and crime while still 
recovering from a war that occurred a decade prior. That is the 
specific setting of this story. 





The criminal district of Martinaise 


What do you think you will be doing in such an undesirable district? 
Solving a case, as it turns out, which brings us to the plot - back to 
our amnesic protagonist. As he walks out of the door and asks 
around the locals, our protagonist eventually finds out that he is, in 
fact, a detective. In his visit to the bar downstairs, he meets 
lieutenant Kim Kitsuragi who was sent to work together with him — 
this is their first meeting. 





The protagonist's first meeting with his partner, Kim Katsuragi 


“Hello, ’m Kim Kitsuragi. Lieutenant Precinct 57. You must be 
from the 41st...,” Kim pauses, waiting for a name. A wait that our 
protagonist could not answer, however, as he himself has forgotten 
his name. 


Awkward conversation followed, and Kim finally uncovers the plot 
of the whole story: 


“Have you removed the dead body from the tree?” he asks. 


As it turns out, our protagonist was assigned to work on a case 
regarding a hanging dead body on a tree. This is the case that will 
lead our protagonist and his partner, Kim, all around the city of 
Revachol, chasing clues and any lead that they could get. As the case 
becomes more and more dangerous and complicated the further 
closer they got to the truth, our protagonist will also slowly regain 
his identity and memory - both of the good and the painful ones of 
his past. 





A hanging corpse on a tree, the protagonist's assigned case 


Such a seemingly simple plot has two main characters: Harrier Du 
Bois (Yes, that is the name of our protagonist) and his partner, Kim 
Kitsuragi. 


Harrier Du Bois is the main character of this story, the one we are 
playing as. Harrier is a 44-year-old top-rank detective who, without 
spoiling much, showed self-destructive behaviour due to a 
traumatic event. He coped with his problem through drinking, 
which eventually became substance abuse. For the better or the 
worse, this substance abuse led him to losing his memory after 
waking up with a horrible hangover. 





Horrier du Bois, our detective protagonist 


“No. This is somewhere to be. This 1s all you have, but it’s still 
something. Streets and sodium lights. The sky, the world. 
Youre still alive." 


He will slowly recall his identity and memory through the 
interaction that he has over the course of the case. In a way, his 
amnesia is what allowed him to recover from his mental problem. 
And as the story unfolds, both we, the player, and him will find out 
what the problem was, and whether he will be able to handle the 
truth. 


Harrier is not alone in this crime-solving journey, as his new 
partner Kim Katsuragi will work with him in finding the 
perpetrator. A lieutenant in the Criminal Investigation division of 
the Revachol Citizens Militia (RCM), he was sent to work together 
with Harrier to solve the case of the hanging dead body in the 
Martinaise district, assisting Harrier in regaining his memory back 
all the while. 


Even though he was born and grew up locally in the city of 
Revachol, Kim’s grandparents were descents of Seol, a state outside 
of Insulende (essentially a different country). This resulted in him 
being ostracized by his peers when he was young. However, despite 
their treatment, he still finds pride in being not associated with Seol 
in any way other than this ethnicity, he loves this city. 
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Ligqutenant Kim Kotsuragi, Horrier’s partner in the case 


“Every school of thought and government has failed in this 
city -- but I love it nonetheless. It belongs to me as much as tt 
belongs to you.” 


As for the theme, the story of Disco Elysium most prominently talks 


about two things, how the world is not flawless and dealing with the 
past. Throughout our journey, we will meet all kinds of people that 
are trying to make ends meet in their own way, despite the cards 
that the world has given them. At the same time, the story also talks 
about the burden of the past, and how people are dealing with it. 
Harrier is an example of unhealthy escapism from the past that 
resulted in his self-destructive behaviour. For others, this ‘dealing 
with the past’ problem comes from the opposite of Harriers: not 
being able to let go - to hold the past so firmly that the present is 
nothing but blows of wind they barely pay attention to. 


All in all, Disco Elysium is the story of an amnesic detective trying 
to solve a crime in this world of Elysium. Accompanied by his 
partner, Kim Katsuragi, our protagonist strives to break the case 
while solving the puzzle that is his lost memory, facing his forgotten 
mental problem that was the cause of his destructive behaviours — 
facing the truth. 


Disco Elysium is the first game released by an independent game 
developer and publisher ZA/UM. Below are several trivia regarding the 
game itself and its development. 


Instead of relying solely on official translator team, the developer 
decided crowd-source the game's localization. They allowed fans to 
apply as translators, and compensates them for it sufficiently, as well 
as credits them in the game. 


Disco Elysium is unique for its complete lack of any combat system. 
However, during its early development, the game was designed with a 
combat system in mind, an idea that later was scrapped for skill check 
dialogues instead. 


The title of the game had been changed twice from its original idea 
during its development. Its original was Torson & McLaine, which later 
changed into No Truce with the Furies. And on 2018, it was changed 
once again into its current title: Disco Elysium. 





There is a lot to say about Disco Elysium, whether it be its multiple 
dialogue choice game mechanics or its art style and graphics. 
Though, I find two particular choices of game design that I’d like to 
point out, namely the use of “multiple personalities” and the 
protagonist who has lost his memory. 


For the first, the game depicts the protagonist’s skill as another 
personality within himself. For example, if our character notices 
something that requires a perception skill, the ‘perception’ 


personality reveals itself and describes the thing that he noticed, 
instead of he himself describing it to us. This depiction results in 
engaging interactions between the inner skills of our protagonist as 
if you are playing an entire party of characters instead of merely 
one. 


As for the second, having a protagonist who has forgotten the world 
he lives in and his very own identity makes the process of 
introducing the setting of the story feel natural — the player’s lack of 
knowledge is a part of the narrative, represented by the protagonist 
being as clueless as the players are regarding the setting. 


These two aspects add up with the setting, plot, character, theme, 
and writing of the game; of which the last, writing, I find to be its 
strongest element. As can be seen in the intro and the occasional 
quotes included in this chapter, this is the kind of writing is that 
touches with the audience the most, one that is brimming with 
figurative language that engages the player with its flair of words. It 
is, in my humble opinion, the core strength of the game that granted 
the game several awards despite it being the first game of a newly 
founded indie game company. 


Valiant Hearts: The Great War 


Release date: June 24, 2014 


Genre(s): Puzzle, adventure 


Developer: Ubisott Montpellier 

Platforms: 

Microsott Windows, PlayStation 3, PlayStation 4, Xbox 
360, Xbox One, IOS, Android, Nintendo Switch 





“War makes men mad.” 


The setting of war is nothing new in the video game industry. 
Almost annually, games that take place in war are released, most 
dominantly in the form of a shooter genre. However, what do you 
think of a game that takes place in a war, World War I in fact, but is 
neither as a shooter or a strategy game? A game that has the 
bloodiest and brutal war of modern mankind as its backdrop, but 
never treats any of its aspects from the perspective of winning or 
losing. Instead, it focuses on the obstacles the soldiers have to go 
through, how in their perspective winning or losing is the least they 
think about — how some soldiers just want to survive for another 
day until they can finally return home to their loved ones. Valiant 
Hearts: The Great War is such a game. 





A different perspective on wor 


Unlike other games that have been covered in this book, the setting 
of this game is history, World War I history. The year is 1914. 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria has been assassinated, and 
thus the Austro-Hungarian Empire declares war on Serbia as a 
response. Things aren’t simple, however, as countries have friends 
and allies. Not long after the declaration, Russia joins on the side of 
Serbia, and Germany goes to the side of Austria. France, being allied 
with Russia, prepares for war as well, deporting German civilians 
from their country. German citizens living in France are forced to 
leave their families behind, being sent back to their fatherland that 
is also preparing for blood and violence. And the rest is history, 
literally. 
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World War | history 


In such a setting, the plot hones in on these characters who are 
caught up in this war they don’t want to be involved with if they 
have the choice. These characters - Emile, Freddie, Anna, and Karl — 
are people from differing ethnicities with widely different 
backgrounds and motivations, yet caught up with one another in the 
flames of war. You will be switching frequently between these 
characters as their journey intermingles with each other. And 
despite their varying motivations, goals, and plot points, they all 
have a common theme that ties their plot together: war was the 
instigator of it all, and it is also the strongest obstacle they have to 
survive through to reach their goals. 


The plot of this game varies between each character; therefore, their 
plot points are inseparable from their characters and motivation. 
The story of Valiant Hearts is the journey of four characters: Karl, 
Emile, Freddie, and Anna. 


Karl was an ordinary German descent French farmer until the policy 
to deport German citizens from France comes into effect. Despite 
being a husband to his wife and a father to his son, he is forced by 
the authorities to leave them behind, drafted to join Germany’s side 
of the war without a choice. 
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Karl forced to leave behind his wife and children for wor 


Karl is not the only one who doesn’t have a choice either. Emile - 
the father of Karl’s wife, his father-in-law — is likewise drafted to 
the service of his country: France, in his case. A mail reached their 
family mailbox, telling him to join the service. With clear 
reluctance, he leaves his daughter and grandson behind for training, 
and after its completion, fights during the Battle of the Frontiers. 





Emile, Karl's father-in-law, is drafted to war as well for France 


Of course, as much as war is about shooting and fighting, it is also 
about being shot and attacked. And for Emile, he receives the latter. 
Emile’s unit is wiped out. Wounded, he is captured and forced to 
cook for the Germans. In this capture, he meets the very dot that 
will link the two later characters together; his name is Baron Von 
Dorf, a leader of the German forces at the western front — the villain 
of this whole story. To Emile’s delight, the allies attack Von Durf’s 
camp, which allows him to flee the scene. Walt, a German Army 
Doberman dog, helps him in his escape, and this is where he meets 
Freddie. 





Escaping from his capture, Emile meets Walt the dog 





In his escape, Emile also meets Freddie, an American 
on the side of France 


Freddie, though an American, joined the French army for personal 
revenge. His wife was killed in a bombing led by our villain, Baron 
Von Dorf. Travelling together with Emile and Walt, they meet our 
fourth character Anna, a Belgian student who is also a battlefield 
nurse. She is not here to tend their wounds, however, as she is 
tracking Baron Von Dorf as well. You see, Anna’s father is a scientist 
forced by Von Dorf to develop war machines; she is on a rescue 
mission to save her father. 





Anna, a battlefield nurse in search 
of her father 


And with them meeting each other, all three having a similar goal 
that is to find Baron Von Dorf, these three and the dog as well track 


and chase Von Dorf’s zeppelin across city to city. Their goal has 
nothing to do with their country or the war, and neither it is about 
winning or losing. It is about the things that they find valuable the 
most, the important, personal ones that mean the world for them — 
their feelings and their family. 


N 





fa See 
Pe 


"at 


Emile, Anna, Freddy, Walt the dog, and Karl 


As for its theme, given this story and these characters, Valiant 
Hearts: The Great War majorly talks about the cruelty of war, how it 
forces a person to leave their loved ones, or even their loved ones 
leaving them to the afterlife. It is a conflict where the act of taking 
becomes the norm, killing becomes excusable, and bombing 
becomes justifiable for the name of a country. This story depicts 
that side of war, from the perspective of the soldiers involved in 
them. 


In short, Valiant Hearts: The Great War is a game that takes place in 
World War I where you'll be playing as four characters: Emile, 
Freddie, Anna, and Karl. Each character has their own goal and 
motivation, but they are all, or at least the latter two, have a similar 
goal of finding Baron Von Durf — the villain of the story. The goal 
that will bring them to chase zeppelin across cities and fight a leader 
of an army. 


Developed by Ubisoft Montpellier for three or more years, this game has 
some fun facts about its development and design decision, namely: 


The development of the game involves the French government's 
official commission of World War I’s 1]OOth remembrance anniversary. 


In making sure they depict World War | accurately, the dev team 
interviewed members of their family who have an experience with 
WWI, read letters written by soldiers of those times, and travelled 
ohysically to France’s WWI trenches. 


The game is designed for your character not to be killed actively by 
other characters. Their purpose for this design is to clarify the message 
that the dev are conveying through this game, to show the human 
side of the war. 





As a concluding remark, I find Valiant Hearts: The Great War to be a 
game that is successful in depicting the “human side of the war” as 
the developers themselves have called it. This is achieved not only 
through its art style and game mechanics, but also its use of 
multiple characters within the story - the player is seeing war from 
the lens of different characters with different backgrounds and 
motivations. This results in a story that focuses on the human side, 
as opposed to the war that is happening, giving the player different 
and unique insight on war when compared to other genres of video 
game that also has war as its setting. 


Conclusion 


Tink! The sound goes, indicating that the food has been eaten and 
the snake has grown longer. You start to realize, however, that your 
tail is now an obstacle of its own, too long for its own good. With 
such dexterity you turn left and right at perfect timing, avoiding the 
wall and the tail by a pixel — a feat that you know cannot keep doing. 
The longer you become, the closer the end comes. And as you make 
a mistake of turning just a bit too early, you know your journey has 
come to an end. It is the time to conclude. 


Each of those games covered have their own story aspects that 
become their strength as a video game: the Last of Us with its father 
and daughter character dynamic, Fallout: New Vegas with its 
narrative freedom, and Valiant Hearts with its different perspective 
of war, to name a few. However, all of them are one and the same — 
they are all are using story aspects in video games. They are all an 
exploration of the story-telling potential that video game has. And in 
each game, such aspects become crucial for the game itself and for 
the players, either lifting the game to success or giving the player an 
experience that they won't forget. 


To conclude, for game developers, or future game developers, note 
that story aspects are crucial tools that, when done correctly, can 
launch even a game with underperforming gameplay to success, 
making it stand out in this saturated industry. Certain video games 
covered in this book are testaments to that. For readers in general, 
now that you are aware of such video games, you might want to give 
these types of story-focused video games a try yourself. After all, in 
spite of the distance this book had gone through to showcase the 
story-telling elements of video games, they are still video games. 
They're not meant to be watched or read about — they are meant to 
be played. 
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